Citizenship education at high school A comparative study between Bolzano and Padova (Italy)  by Rivelli, Sara
1877-0428 © 2010 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2010.03.664
Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 2 (2010) 4200–4207
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
 
WCES-2010 
Citizenship education at high school
A comparative study between Bolzano and Padova (Italy) 
Sara Rivellia *
aFree University of Bolzano- Bozen- Faculty of education, Viale Ratisbona 16, Bressanone 39042, Italy 
Received date here; revised date here; accepted date here 
Abstract 
The following research, carried out between 2004 and 2007, investigated on knowledge and civic-political interest level among 
young people attending the fifth year of the high schools in the two Italian province of Padova and Bolzano. In a sample of 800 
students, 49.5% of them stated that they were not satisfied with the help they received in school for the development of their 
civic-political education. Only 20.0% of them stated that they took sporadic lectures on civic education during the school year.
The research results show that the interest and historical-political knowledge level of the interviewed students has a strong 
correlation with what is presented in the school programmes. 
Keywords: Citizenship education; civic education; formation of citizen; social pedagogy; youth and politics; historical knowledge; political
interest.
1. Civic-mindedness in high school. A comparative study between Padova and Bolzano 
This research project was started in 2004 after some considerations about the Italian youth's electoral behaviour, 
tending more and more to abstention and to non formal, volunteer political participation forms. The research 
investigated on the relation between parents' and children's behaviour, attitude and awareness of politics, on the 
relation between school civic education offer and students and finally on how the young interviewees personally 
relate to politics. 
The analysis was carried out by distributing a questionnaire, specifically prepared for students in the fifth year of 
the high school in the Italian province of Padova and Bolzano. Given the peculiarity of the autonomous Provincia of 
Bolzano, where the Italian and German linguistic groups are present, the researcher decided to split the sample in 
three sub-groups: Padova, German Bolzano and Italian Bolzano. 
This paper will initially describe the research methodology and will then focus on the obtained results, with a 
particular attention given to the answers on the school contribute to the citizen formation and to the subsequent 
correlations with youth's interest in history and in the civic-political education. 
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2. Method research assumptions 
The survey was carried out in the school year 2004-2005 among young people attending the fifth year of the high 
schools in the two Italian province of Padova and Bolzano.  
2.1. Sampling 
Given the peculiarity of the autonomous Provincia of Bolzano, where the Italian and German linguistic groups 
are present, the researchers decided to split the sample in three sub-groups: Padova, German Bolzano and Italian 
Bolzano. 
The interviewees sampling is not probabilistic for several reasons: 
• The impossibility to obtain a list of the reference student population in a short time (list of students 
registered for the fifth year of the school year 2004-2005 in the two province's). 
• The impossibility to draw random specimens and to involve a high number of schools located in the two 
province due to time, cost and school assenting reasons. 
• The impossibility to use interview forms different from the questionnaire while the researcher is present 
during the filling, due to length and specificity. A telephone interview would have been too expensive 
and long, a questionnaire sent via mail could have caused incompleteness due to possible doubts during 
its filling. 
The reasoned-choice sampling, i.e. based on researcher's rational remarks and on the characteristics of the sample 
units, was chosen for this interview. 
The researcher interviewed 17 classes, corresponding to 17 high schools in each of the following areas: Italian 
Bolzano, German Bolzano and Padova. 
The 17 classes were divided into sub-groups using a precise criterion: 10 public schools of the municipal area, of 
which 5 licei and 5 technical or professional institutes, 5 public schools located in the provincia territory, of which 3  
licei and 2 technical or professional institutes, and 2 private schools, of which 1 liceo and 1 technical or professional 
institute. 
This way the whole reference system is represented, bearing in mind the differences between city and village and 
between liceo and technical or professional institute, or better between pre-university education and 
professionalising education. The expected sample had an average of 16 students per class, with a total of 819 
students (272 per area, table 1). 
Table 1 Number of expected interviewees per research interest area
Resarch area Number of schools Expected student number 
Bolzano - Italiana 17 272 
Bolzano - German 17 272 
Padova 17 272 
Total 51 816 
2.2. Questionnaire formulation 
The questionnaire was written in two languages, Italian and German, so that it could also be delivered in the 
German schools in Bolzano. We remind the readers that the city of Bolzano has both Italian and German schools, 
where the mother tongue is used. The other language is studied in school as a second language, therefore most of 
students of German schools have a scholastic knowledge of the Italian language. 
The questionnaire was structured with specific presentation for the interviewees, in which it was informally and 
friendly stated who the researcher was and what was the research aim. Filling instructions and encouragement to be 
sincere were given, explicitly referring to anonymity and privacy protection. 
The five topic developed in the questionnaire referred to the five questionnaire parts: 
1. Your parents and politics 
2. Politics with friends 
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3. School and politics 
4. You and politics 
5. Personal data 
In this paper we will focus mainly on presenting the research results of the third section. 
2.3. Questionnaire administration and pre-test 
The questionnaire filling was supposed to last 40-45 minutes (with one school hour given for research purposes 
by the teacher). It was fundamental to find teachers who were available for every school type. 
The pre-test was carried out in liceo and it was essential to optimise some items of the standard interview tool. 
The researcher delivered personally the questionnaire in all chosen classes, so that she could control every 
possibile context variable. Many interviewed students, even though the questions on the questionnaire were very 
clear, were often in doubt or could not decide what or how to answer. The researcher's presence allowed method 
rigours in the administration: the students could not talk to each other, but only, in case of problems during the 
filling, ask the researcher for help. Before distributing the questionnaire, the researcher explained the importance of 
discretion and of the personal opinion while filling up the interview, as talking would contaminate the final results. 
The students were happy to respond positively to this request. 
2.4. Data collection and analysis 
The variables were put in an Access database, created for this purpose, which allowed a faster data entry through 
predefined fields. Once coding and collecting phase were completed, data were moved to an Excel spreadsheet for 
their statistic elaboration. 
Also the graphic elaboration was carried out using Microsoft Excel. 
3. Research sample presentation. 
On the whole, 800 questionnaires were collected, 501 of which in Bolzano and 299 in Padova; as fot the Bolzano 
sub-groups, 241 were distributed in the Italian schools and 260 in the German schools (table 2). 
Table 2. Number of distributed questionnaires by sub-group. Absolute values and percentages.
Resarch area N. questionnaries (a. v.) N. questionnaries (%) 
Bolzano . Italian 241 30,12 
Bolzano - German 260 32,50 
Padova 299 37,38 
Total 800 100 
52,0% of the interviewees were males, 58.0% females. (Figure 1). 
The interviewees were 17 to 22 years old. In detail, cumulated percentages show that they 90.0% of the total 
sample is 17 to 19 years old, with no major sub-groups differences. 
4. Results of the research 
4.1. Citizen education and history consciousness development in high schools of Bolzano and Padova 
49,5% of the interviewed student stated that the help received from the school institution for their own civic 
education, and therefore for the development of their own civic conscience, was not satisfying. Further, only 20.0% 
stated that they took some sporadic lectures on civic education during the school year in which the survey was 
carried out. 
History seems to be considered a very important/enough important subject with a higher frequency in the two 
Italian groups, 88.9% in Padova and 89.6% in Bolzano, compared to the German group in Bolzano (70.7%). 
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Further, history taught in school seems to be diversified by sub-group. For this analysis, a numeric scale of values 
from 1 to 10 (1 being the lowest, 10 the highest) was chosen, in order to make it easier for the interviewees to give a 
mark, as the valuation school system is the same. 
While extra-national history received high marks in all of the three sub-groups with no particular differences (for 
European history the average marks are in the range between 6.8 and 7.1), in the average marks of local (provincial) 
history and national history there are significant differences. In the two groups of Italian mother tongue the students 
gave an average mark of 7.3 (Padova, st. dev. 1.65) and 7.1 (Italian Bolzano, st. dev. 1.69), while the value is 6.5 
(1.84) in the German Bolzano (significant difference, F test). 
On the other hand, the German sub-group gave a higher importance (average 5.4, st. dev. 2.32) than the Italian 
sub-group in Bolzano (average 4.8, st. dev. 2.27) and the sub-group of Padova (average 3.9, st. dev. 2.03) to local 
(provincia) history. The difference is statistically significant (F test). 
Summing up, the valuation given by the students show a different school educational offer among the sub-groups 
as far as history is concerned: more nationally oriented for the two Italian groups (compared to the German 
speaking sub-group in Bolzano), more locally (provincial level) oriented in the German group in Bolzano 
(compared to the two Italian groups in Bolzano and Padova). 
Figure 1. Male/Female by sub-group. Absolute values. 
Therefore, it seems that history taught in school favours the formation of a youth history consciousness that does 
not involve all the geo-political dimensions (municipal, provincial, regional, national, European, global) of history 
the same way, but actually focuses more on some to the detriment of others. 
In this case, national history is taught with more accuracy and frequency in the two Italian mother tongue groups, 
whereas provincial history has a major role in German schools of Bolzano 
4.2. Interviewed youth’s interest in history 
The interest and the knowledge on history were monitored with some closed questions referred to the following 
geo-political area of the planet: place where you live, provincia, regione, Italy, country of origin (only for 
foreigners), Europe and extra-European world. The interviewees were asked to give a mark from 1 to 10, where 1 is 
the lowest level of interest and 10 the highest. 
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groups (between 7.2 and 7.4); the marks given to the national history seem to confirm the tendency of the marks 
given to history taught in school: in the two Italian groups they are 7.9 (St. dev. 1.89) in Padova and 7.8 (st. dev. 
1.83) in the Italian Bolzano, whereas the average mark is only 6.6 (st. dev. 2.21) in the German Bolzano. 
The average score for the declared interest on local history indicates the same: 6.7 for the German group (st. dev. 
2.32), while the Italian groups are 6.1 (Padova) and 6.2 (Italian Bolzano). 
26.1% of Bolzano students whose mother tongue is German stated that they were little/not interested (scores 1 to 
5) in the history of Italy, while in the other two groups these scores were given by around 9% of students. 
4.3. The interest in citizenship education and the feeling towards politics 
Only a very small part, from 17.1 to 22.0%, stated that they were not interested in a citizenship education, i.e. in 
the subject that to contributes to the formation of a citizen who is aware and originator of his own identity and civil 
and history consciousness in the contemporary society. More than half of the whole sample (54.9%) stated that they 
were positively interested, while the remaining 25.5% chose the “I do not know” option, defined as the insecure or 
confused choice. 
More than one third of the interviewees has positive feelings (enthusiasm and curiosity) towards politics. 
Between 20 and 30%, depending on the group, has cold feelings about politics, like disinterest and repulsion. 
The most important datum for interpretation purposes is that 35.0% of the interviewees stated that they felt 
confused, in our opinion a symptom of a sort of youth's inadequacy towards the understanding of the political 
themes and a sign that there is a lack of an education aiming at forming an aware, active and inclusive citizenship 
(Figure 2). 
4.4 The level of knowledge of and interest in politics among interviewed youth 
The level of interest in and knowledge of politics among youth is strongly correlated. The statistic analysis shows 
that the more some political dimension proposed in the questionnaire is known, the higher is the level of interest in 
it (Table 2). 
Figure 2: Feeling towards politics. Valued by sub-group (percentages). 
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diversified level of political interest and knowledge, particularly as far as national and local politics are concerned: 
the Italian speaking groups are more interested in and know more about the national level, whereas the German 
group in Bolzano focuses more on the local level. 
The outcome of the analysis is that a higher level of knowledge of some political typology encourages youth to 
search for more information about it. On the contrary, when there is a total ignorance about some political 
dimension, they are not urged on getting more interested and understand more, so ignorance remains. 
It also seems that the youth's sense of belonging may have developed thanks to the encouragement of the 
educational school offer and to the diversity of the history, geo-political interest grown in them that they 
subsequently expressed, focusing more on the political dimensions that they were taught the most in school. 
A nationalistic sense of belonging was indicated with a higher frequency by the two Italian speaking groups 
(43.2%), whereas a local sense of belonging is more recurrent in the answers of the German group of Bolzano 
(52.8%).
Table 2: Correlation between grade of knowledge and interest by politics class in the whole sample. Pearson's r correlation coefficient.
 Political interest… 
Crossing Foreign EU Italy Regional Provin. Municip. Internat. Social Econ. Environ. 
Foreign 0.750 0.598 0.477 0.339 0.350 0.295 0.586 0.438 0.479 0,344 
 EU 0.625 0.670 0.488 0.445 0.440 0.350 0.546 0.424 0.483 0,343 
 Italy 0.471 0.429 0.662 0.414 0.349 0.353 0.421 0.397 0.422 0.303 
 Regional 0.304 0.372 0.426 0.756 0.614 0.564 0.312 0.347 0.372 0.319 
 Provin. 0.305 0.385 0.358 0.646 0.769 0.601 0.305 0.335 0.354 0.358 
 Municip. 0.218 0.244 0.316 0.582 0.621 0.781 0.230 0.294 0.329 0.306 
 Internat. 0.623 0.568 0.445 0.374 0.367 0.326 0.723 0.483 0.505 0.359 
 Social 0.453 0.397 0.379 0.445 0.376 0.393 0.464 0.758 0.470 0.519 





Environ.. 0.383 0.348 0.304 0.389 0.370 0.377 0.351 0.501 0.395 0.761 
5. Conclusions 
The survey shows that the help received in school by students for their civic-mindedness is scarce for half of the 
interviewees. With their answers, the students showed that they have some interest in civic education and politics, 
which seems to be held back in one third of the cases by some feeling of inadequacy for the language used in 
politics. There is then a sort of parallelism between history taught in school and following level of interest in and 
knowledge of the subject. Italian youth are more interested in national history and politics than German speaking 
youth, who in turn state to be more interested and to know more about local history and politics: this corresponds to 
what is offered with more frequency in school. The knowledge level of the different political dimensions is 
correlated with the interest level, and as a consequence the more is the knowledge, the more is the interest for some 
politics typology. 
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politics interest difference among the surveyed groups. The German mother tongue group in Bolzano stated 
they felt citizens of their provincia with a higher frequency, whereas the two Italian mother tongue groups 
tend to feel citizens of their country. History teaching seems to be decisive for the development of students' 
history and politics knowledge, of their civic-political interest and knowledge and for the formation of their 
sense of belonging. 
Some pedagogical considerations induce us to call upon teachers and school institutions to provide a more global 
and European education, contributing to the formation of a more widespread sense of belonging and a more 
participated political analysis in all existing geo-political dimensions, to promote a fairer and more egalitarian 
national syllabus. This would guarantee a suitable base for a whole vision of the political practices, without 
lingering too long on particular dimensions, such as the nationalistic or local ones, because that way the possibility 
to be encouraged to develop an interest in different parts of the territory and in the knowledge of politics would be 
lost. 
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